	
	
	



[bookmark: _GoBack]There are concerns with regards to literacy levels within the educational system in Wales. Studies in Wales such as Dauncey (2013) states, that in the 2009 PISA results, Wales,’ ‘Results were lower that other countries in the UK, and there were similar indications from the, “Millennium Cohort Study” (Dauncey, 2013, p.2), that literacy levels in Wales for pupils aged seven were lower than that in England. It was also noted that at KS4 GCSE level English Language and Mathematics were also lower in Wales than in England.  In 2011 Leighton Andrews who was then Education Minister raised concerns over the PISA results and produced a “20-point plan” detailed in “Raising School Standards” (Andrews, 2011) which, was introduced in one of his speeches to improve Literacy and Numeracy results within schools.   Andrews developed and introduced the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) in 2013.  It was developed to embed literacy and numeracy in all subjects across the curriculum and not just in English and Maths.  The strands of the LNF for Literacy are split into three areas, Oracy, Reading and Writing.  These three strands are broken down again; oracy includes speaking and listening; reading comprises of reading strategies, comprehension, response and analysis; writing consists of meaning, purposes and readers; structure and organisation; language, grammar, punctuation, spelling and handwriting.  In addition, the National Reading and Numeracy tests were also introduced in May 2013 as part of the LNF which are undertaken by seven-year olds to fourteen-year olds in Wales, they were introduced to record literacy and numeracy data within this age group, the literacy and numeracy data is recorded in standardised scores which is formulated by taking into account the child’s date of birth and raw score.   In light of the data and results from the PISA report, Professor Donaldson created a document called, “A curriculum for Wales – a curriculum for life” (Donaldson, 2015).  The vision is to over haul the curriculum in Wales and to provide a new curriculum which will be, ‘evidence-led, based on subsidiarity, ambitious and inclusive, manageable, with pace, passion and professionalism’ (Donaldson, 2015, p.4).  The report also states that the curriculum will be inclusive to all pupils. To ensure all pupils will have access to the curriculum, schools need to address any areas which they feel needs improvement and these improvements are detailed on School Development plans and Departmental Improvement plans, these plans are then used for the basis for strategic planning. 

To implement a strategic plan successfully there is a need to be able to strategically think.  The planner must be able to, “Search out opportunities and recognise threats” (Fidler, 2002, p. 7).  The strategic thinking needs to include and take into account, individual competence, changing priorities, changing organisational competence and changing environment.  According to Fidler (2002), strategic planning is mapping general directions in which to take, rather than detailed instructions mapping out what to do at each point.  Its purpose is, to identify what needs to be changed in the future and mapping a plan on how to get there.    Davies and Ellison (2003) state that short term plans are working well within schools and that they well established and effective within the majority of schools. However, Davies and Ellison (2003) also point out that short term planning can become, “Over-prescriptive and reductionist in its approach” (Davies & Ellison, 2003, p. 1), meaning that the original intentions are over thought and too many interventions do not reduce the problem, so very little is accomplished in combating the original plan.  Although Fidler (2002) states, strategic plans are detailed with strategies normally over a short period of time, such as the upcoming academic year, prior to any other plans being implemented to continue the progress in the area which, has been deemed needing improvement (Fidler, 2002, p. 6). Davies and Ellison (2003) argue that the it should be viewed as a medium-term activity approximately three to five years.  This plan should deal with groups of observations which are replaced with summary statistics based on those observations, rather than detailed plans. There appears to be conflicting views on the length of time these plans should run, but all agree that they are effective within schools and therefore important to the success of the school’s performance.  According to Bell (2002), “Strategic plans are an approach to establishing a long-term future development of the organisation.” (Bell, 2002, P.2). However, all agree that strategic planning requires analysis of data, to understand what areas need to be changed or improved.  This is also echoed in Baldwin et al (1998) where it mentions the, “Planning and review cycle” (Baldwin et al, 1998, p. 21).  The cycle consists of action research where data analysis and research are conducted, from this data analysis the school can develop improvement plans.  This moves on to the Department and year teams where these plans will be implemented as and when appropriate.  The next step in the cycle is to monitor the implementation of the plan and review and monitor against the success criteria of the school, set out in the School development plan.  The last step is to analyse the data at the end of the academic year to check whether or not the gender gap has been closed or if further intervention is needed.  Some of these areas within the plan may come from the Consortia in the Challenge advisors visit and recommendations for the way forward.  Fidler (1998) believes that strategic planning is important where there is concern from professionals within the education system, this ensures that the school and its pupils succeed.  All schools want to offer and be able to deliver quality teaching and take into consideration outside influences and the plan is a way to remedy any shortcomings within the school’s data analysis. 

The majority of schools have School Development plans which are aimed at learning conditions and changing them and other related conditions, where educational goals is accomplished more effectively (Fidler, 1996).  School X’s School Development plan has raised areas within their school where there is a need for further development not just departmental but whole school.  In accordance with the Donaldson report  2015, the LNF and the 2009 PISA results they have emphasised that the school is to focus on raising the attainment and cancelling out, ‘performance variations’ (Appendix A) between certain groups within the school as highlighted in “Priority 1 - Adopt new measures, item (e)” (Appendix A, 2018, p.1).  The English Department has noted in their Departmental Improvement Plan (Appendix B, 2018, p.1) that there are certain areas of this target which are relevant to the department and have decided to focus on raising attainment of boys within the school.  These areas are not just common problems in School X but Nationwide.  For many years it has been noted that there is a growing gap between the performance of boys and girls. According to Estyn (2008), In the National Curriculum girls’ attainment has “outpaced” (Estyn, 2008, P.2), boys’ attainment in the majority of subjects.   Although this information is not restricted to Wales but is a worldwide issue, there is large amount of pressure for schools to tackle and improve in this area.  In recent years boys are leaving schools with fewer or poorer grades in GCSEs’ than girls regardless of the boys’ backgrounds or social standing within the communities in which they live but for pupils to succeed in school, gender is not the only important factor, post code and ethnicity also play a crucial role, this is the reason why it is so important to implement strategies to combat this problem within the school.  Henry et al (2012) also report that girls are outperforming boys and in the long term have a lasting result on their future, they also suggest strategies to try and raise the attainment.  Fig. 1 below is taken from My Local School, (2017), it shows data in relation to School X’s level two threshold including English and Maths.  It illustrates that in 2016 boys were performing lower than girls by approximately 10% (WAG, 2017).
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According to School X’s 2016 Estyn report it was noted that boys’ performance declined slightly in KS4, (Estyn, 2016) including in English, whereas the performance of girls is consistently improving and been better than those results from similar schools.  

Recent data made available from School X for KS4 (Appendix C) also confirms that in certain areas of the curriculum girls are outperforming boys, especially at Level 2, although the data does show a marginal increase in boys performing better than their counter parts at Level 1 in English, Science and Maths.  

Estyn (2008), has reported that the gap between the performance of boys and girls is widening.   It has been ascertained that there is a growing performance variation between boys and girls and the need to raise the attainment of boys to ensure that they are given the chance to succeed not just in school, but to successfully and actively participate in the wider community in the future on equal footing.

There are several strategies, which can be used to increase the attainment in boys and Younger et al (2005) believe that these strategies can be grouped into four areas.  Although there was no further evidence of these four groups elsewhere, only areas such as genetics, family, school management, mentoring and several others were mentioned numerous times but these headings can fit  in to the groups below. 
· Individual approach
· Pedagogical approach
· Socio-cultural approach
· Organisational approach.

The Individual approach strategy is basically to ensure the male pupils who have been identified to receive the intervention receive mentoring and realistic target setting.  Younger et al (2005) believe that in some schools this has been extremely important in raising and sustaining improvements.  Although Younger et al (2005) do note that there are limitations to implementing this strategy and there is a “need to avoid focusing scarce resources on a minority of students” (Younger et al, 2005, p. 11).  These students are normally boys who are ordinarily performing in the 5 A* -C area at GCSE level.    Although mentoring is a good idea as the mentor can form a relationship with the pupil to encourage and engage the pupil in particular areas where there is need for improvement.  This is also echoed by The Scottish Parliament (Marcus, 2016) who believe that mentoring, tutoring and assessment are powerful tools when used together.  They involve learners in their social and emotional development and in each other’s learning.  Noble et al (2001) also agree that mentoring although it is a relatively new intervention it involves a well-supported schedule where students have interviews with their mentor on regular possibly weekly meetings. Although this appears to be a positive strategy, Younger et al (2005) echoed in Marcus (2016) state that it has limitations as some schemes can be demotivating for pupils or oppressive if certain pupils feel that they are being targeted or, the mentor does not have enough free time to be able to put the time and effort in that is needed to raise the particular pupil’s attainment. Also, staff and tutors need to be trained for this to be effective.   This also follows the view of Donaldson (2015) who believes it is important in that we raise individual pupils’, “Aspirations and ambitions to succeed in everything they choose to do” (Donaldson, 2005, p. 13).  The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF, 2017) agrees that the individual approach works for one to one intervention and also targeted small groups.  The EEF (2017) continues to state that this has, “The potential for the largest immediate impact on attainment.” (EEF, 2017, p.16).  There are limitations to this approach where this only works well in small groups and on a one to one basis, but it can be costly to schools to run these small intervention groups and staffing needs to be thoroughly planned.  The EEF (2016) stated in Marcus (2016) that to create Individual plans for the pupils can be arduous for teacher management and is therefore not effective, although whole school intervention or class intervention can work; it takes a long time to show any results.  

The next group is the pedagogical approach, which is based on learning within a classroom environment and is based around teaching and learning but any changes that are introduced into the classroom or school as a whole to raise the attainment must show professionalism.  Noble and Bradford (2000) argue that teachers and staff must not be afraid to try new things within the classroom, reflect and either adopt or abandon what they deem to have failed.  The EEF (2017) argue that teacher assessment is a critical skill which is required as this provides up to date information on what pupils know or do not know.    Teachers must not be afraid to fail and ask for help and ideas.  From asking for help or ideas comes success barriers begin to disappear and even the management of the classroom is under scrutiny and discussion.  Noble and Bradford (2000) express that all these areas if they are addressed will succeed in a successful classroom and help raise the attainment gap between boys and girls.   According to Younger et al (2005) boys lack the skills at reading and writing compared to girls and there is a need to identify pedagogy to help support pupils in this area to bridge the gap i.e., Scaffolding. Younger et al (2005) believe that a holistic approach is the most effective way in which to deal with this, which incorporates opportunities to combine speaking and listening, reading and writing on a whole.  To be most effective the topic and contexts taught must be relevant to engage boys within the classroom.   Husbands and Pearce (2012) agree that scaffolding pupils’ learning is effective pedagogy, where there is an emphasis on dialogue, discussion and social context in line with constructivist theories.  By scaffolding you are supporting a developmental change within the pupils and taking their leaning further than their current knowledge and understanding, which allows them to develop an understanding at a higher level.   Younger et al (2005) believe it is crucial for boys to become confident readers but there are limitations in that they felt that this only worked when teachers gave pupils time to discuss and reflect on their reading by sharing information; what engaged them through teaching relevant topics; what they liked about the text which they were reading. It was noted that reading skills improved dramatically.  Younger et al (2005) also conducted studies into reading according to learning styles.  This is argued considerably especially by Psychological Science in the Public Interest magazine (2019), who conducted a report rebuking that there is no evidence to suggest that pupils are a particular learning style and pupils should not be labelled into these categories.  Consideration should be taken when planning lessons that some pupils do engage and perform better with a variety of stimulus on offer within the classroom. 

The next group is the Socio-cultural approach, this is a powerful influence and has an impact on the attainment results within schools, this does not just include poverty.  This group can be extended to include ethnicity disability, sexuality and culture.  All these inequalities can have an impact on attainment levels within schools, (Marcus, 2016).   It is well known that boys do not like to let their guard down and like to keep up the ego and keep their self-worth.  Younger et al (2005) and Estyn (2008) both state that by causing disruption in the classroom this stops boys from performing as well as they should and can also protect them from failure.  For extreme behaviour boys make up 80% of exclusions; a large number of pupils in Pupil Referral Units are boys.  The EEF (2016) say that, “The attainment gap is greatest for those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds and those assessed with special educational needs” (EEF, 2016, p. 4).  This may not necessarily be through poverty but pupils living in deprived areas and do not come under the banner of free school meals.  Therefore, it is essential that an all-inclusive approach is taken when considering which pupils to target, these factors need to be taken into account when analysing result data to ascertain where the largest gaps are. 

There is a huge debate amongst academics why boys underachieve, many believe that it is to do with less focus, class room behaviour and disruption and many are more interested in sport than academic subjects, (Noble and Bradford, 2000; Noble et al, 2001; Epstein et all, 2004).  Background, ethnicity and postcode are also another area where there is discussion, which can cause an effect in the classroom again this links to poverty, living in a deprived area and if the pupils are from an ethnic minority background.  Some teachers just believe that boys don’t work as hard as girls and that, “They are lazier” (Noble and Bradford, 2000, p. 15). If teachers are successful in raising the attainment of boys from disadvantaged backgrounds then it is believed by the EEF (2017) that it is, “Likely to yield significant increases in National Wealth” (EEF, 2017, p. 8).  

Finally, the organisational approach according to Younger et al (2005) this approach has been discussed in detail whether or not all boy classes would achieve better attainment levels, but they state that after conducting research boys and girls both agree that they would rather mixed gender classes than same sex classes.  Both boys and girls feel that lessons are more engaging and that they feel more at ease.  For this approach to work, support needs to be whole school from an, “Assertive approach in the classroom” (Younger et al, 2005, p.12) to promoting intervention from all staff, parents, carers and governors. Where these organisational conditions have been in place, the pupils had been carefully selected by target subjects and it was noted that there was a positive effect on raising the attainment levels in relation to boys.  Noble and Bradford (2000) argue that schools are to blame and that it is due to the, “anti-swot culture” (Noble and Bradford, 2000, p. 21).  There were limited resources to delve further into the anti-swot culture, but it is believed to be that certain boys are singled out for participating fully and are engaged in lessons.  They are made to feel as if they are in the minority and possibly feel threatened for wanting to learn and improve in the classroom.  Noble and Bradford (2000) firmly believe that there is no place for this in schools, that it results in misery, under-achievement and an assault upon equal opportunities.  Noble, Brown and Murphy (2001) believe there are certain areas which contribute to the under-achievement of boys, and one of these areas is Organisational Management, who also agree that the school’s inability or acceptance to tackle the Anti-swot culture is a management responsibility, and that is should be dealt with as a form of racism, all anti-swot remarks within the classroom should be dealt with and again we are drawn back to classroom management.  The teacher should know all their pupils and the different behaviours which can exhibit themselves from boys within the classroom and interventions need to be put in place such as seating plan etc.
There are two intervention in the English department at School X to work in line with the Departmental Improvement plan and the larger overview of the School Development Plan.  The first intervention that  is in place is that the English Department have currently created a Boy’s Proforma (Appendix D) which, allows members of staff to undertake a learning walk with in and out of the classroom observations and also a form to record pupil focus groups.  The proforma is aimed directly at the pupils in focus groups, by directly asking boys questions about what they enjoy learning etc.  By completing these forms, it allows the subject teacher to have a further insight and understanding into the boy pupils within their class.  
The make-up of the proforma is straight forward with the first section asking basic questions such as “Were there any boys late to lesson?” (Appendix D).  The next section looks at how boys interact in the classroom with girls; how they interact with the classroom themselves such as displays and how the class management is handled. Another section is dedicated to boys outside the classroom environment and at lunch and break times, what type of things do the boys do?  such as, do they interact with other members of staff? Are there any signs of peer pressure/bullying?   The final section in the proforma on based on pupil voice. Pupil voice is where pupils are engaged and involved in the participation of school matters and this can be a powerful tool to schools and teacher in providing valuable information to improve their own practice or school.    According to Flutter (2007) over the last decade pupil voice has attained high-profile encouraging pupils to consult and participate, this is evident in many countries around the world and included in official policies. Ruddock et al (2004)   believe that it is important to understand and know what pupils want and think as this will make a difference to their learning, mindset and commitment in classroom.  As with all interventions this technique also has its limitations in that pupils when questioned will answer with what they personally feel and should happen, some of these requests are not always realistic and flawed, but as with the majority of questioning, the more confident pupils will always answer.
Another intervention, which is in place within the English Department in School X is ‘No opt out’ and ‘Cold calling’ (Lemov, 2015).  These strategies have been recently adopted to raise attainment with boys. Originally brought in within the English Department but rolled out to the rest of the school during Inset training day.  ‘No opt out’   ensure boys take responsibility in their own learning but can also help all students.  The strategy works by the teacher focusing questions to specific pupils and not waiting for hands up. The questions can be directed at boys and specific pupils that the teacher has ascertained has a gap in their knowledge.  If the pupil does not know the answer, the question is opened to the class.  When the correct answer is given, the original pupil is asked to repeat the answer to ensure understanding.   It replaces the, “I don’t know” answer within the class and turns it in to positivity ensuring that those pupils who cannot answer or will not try, ‘Practice getting it right’ (Lemov, 2015, p. 90).  The whole process allows the pupil to rehearse the correct answer, and through reiteration gaining the knowledge and embedding the information into the long-term memory.  This simple success is a positive reinforcement and raises self-esteem and motivation for the pupil who previously was reluctant to answer or did not know the answer.  It engages all pupils within the lesson as no pupil knows who is going to be asked the next question.
‘Cold calling’ (Lemov, 2015) is another strategy which is used within the classroom on a daily basis.  This type of questioning calls, ‘On students regardless of whether they’ve raised their hands’ (Lemov, 2015, p. 249).  Lemov (2015) believes that there are four reasons why this has an impact and effect within a classroom.  The first reason is to check the pupil’s understanding.  If you ask a general question it is known that the same people always put their hand up to answer, using this strategy no pupil knows who is going to be asked a question, the class teacher is familiar with their pupils and know each and every level within her class.  By directing questions especially at those less skilled it is a clear way of checking for understanding. 
The second reason Lemov (2015) believes is, ‘Creating a culture of engaged accountability’ (Lemov, 2015, p.250).  Lemov feels that by targeting pupils who have not raised their hands to answer a question in class, those who have raised their hands will learn that when they do raise their hands, it is to signify that they have something worthwhile to offer to the lesson and their hand is not a tool, which they can use to decide whether or not they participate in the class.  Every member of the class expects and are prepared in case they are called upon during the lesson to contribute, by using this strategy the questions can be directed to those boys within the class whose attainment scores are lower than the rest. 
The third reason is pacing, this is when the class teacher revisits questions which the class have answered in their books and asks for anyone to give an answer.  The same people put up their hands and the teacher remind the class that he is seeing the same hands up and offers someone else the chance to contribute.  Lemov (2015) argues that it would have been a lot easier if the teacher had directed the question specifically to a particular pupil, which could be focused on the boys who are failing within the lesson. 
Finally, the fourth point is backstopping your ratio, Lemov (2015) states that this is effectively used when asking a class, a question, which requires pupils to think independently for the answer, but students are made aware after the allocated thinking time, cold calling will be used, so all students are focused expecting to be questioned.  Lemov (2015) says that this the, ‘Most rigorous activities less discretionary and more accountable’ (Lemov, 2015, p. 251).  This strategy engages all pupils in the class including the boys and again the question can be targeted directly at specific pupils. 
 For cold calling to work effectively as it builds an accountability within the students and the become aware of it as regular practice over time.  If your directed question surprises a pupil then they will make sure that they are ready the next time.  To engage boys fully this strategy must be kept positive.  If a wrong answer is given, give it to the class to expand or alter the original answer.  The return to the original pupil and ask them to repeat the correct answer.  This way cold call and no opt out work hand in hand and this has been found to be effective in raising boys’ attainment in English in School X. 
School X’s English department has no other interventions running at the moment but strategies which could be put in place to assist with raising the attainment in boys in the future. One area which could be investigated is the involvement of parents, it is vital that parents support the school and their children in the achievement and raising attainment.  Parents must encourage and read or listen to their child; involve them in discussions and this relates to all age groups.  Family literacy groups could be organised targeting boy pupils and those on free school meals.  This involves parents attending the school once a week and involving themselves in the curriculum which will aid them in helping their own children at home and be able to engage with them further in discussing topics being covered.   

Other strategies which could be used to promote English and raising attainment with boys are computers.  It is known that boys like to use ICT and relate to, “Audio-visual work” (Noble et al, 2001, p. 76).  The image that it portrays of using computers appeals to boys.  It allows boys to be creative in their own way by researching, cutting, pasting and copying up written work.  The idea that boys can also work in pairs or sitting next to each other discussing what is on each other’s screen appeals to them. It has been noted earlier that boys dislike reading.  Unfortunately, the curriculum involves reading set books in KS4 and if these books do not appeal to boys, then this can cause disengagement with the pupils and make it harder to raise the attainment gap.  In KS3 it is slightly easier and although certain areas have English have to be taught, the teacher in many instances can choose to pick the topics themselves, which can be anything that will relate to them and real-life instances to engage them in the classroom.  Like most things, this has its limitations in that introducing too many boy strategies, the girls in the class can lose interest and they will then become disengaged as the lessons will be boy orientated.  The class teacher must ensure that the lesson is well balanced to ensure engagement by both genders but will not just raise girl's attainment as the gap will continually be there but slightly more boy orientated to raise their levels to bring them in line with the girls.  
The class teacher must also take into consideration when planning their lesson what LNF strand to focus on depending where the gap in attainment is such as oracy, reading or writing.  Baldwin et al (1998) believe that the best lessons to engage boys are purposeful, frequent activities and, “Small, targeted and self-directed groups constantly re-engineering across gender and ability lines” (Baldwin et al, 1998, p. 39). 
To ensure success and to drive this important area further there needs to be a detailed breakdown of the departmental plan to ensure that the intervention is not over-prescribed, possibly into termly plans and specific areas, where boys are falling behind is targeted on a termly basis to cover what strand is being targeted.  This could be implemented over a six-week basis with a short whole class pre-assessment and post assessment to ensure that there is an improvement in the skill learned, and data can be collected for long term analyses to ascertain overall improvement throughout the year. 
In conclusion there is no easy fix to improve literacy levels in Wales, especially raising the attainment gap between boys and girls.  This problem has been going on for many years, but on a local school basis there are strategies which can be implemented through careful strategic planning to target this area.  This can be seen in School X’s School development plan and followed through by the school’s departmental improvement plan.  It has been noted that there is numerous research material into the subject at academia level and also at government level which shows that this is an area which is deemed important and needs to be resolved.  Unfortunately, there are factors which are always going to play an important part of why boy’s performance levels are lower than girls. In that socio-cultural influences outside of the school environment contribute immensely to these factors.
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© % Pupils achieving the level 2 threshold including English/Welsh and Maths

The percentage of pupils who have achieved the Level 2 threshold, which is a volume of qualifications equivalent to the volume of 5 GCSES at Grade A*-C including
one in English or Welsh first language and one in Mathematics. Comparisons between 2017 and earlier years should be made with caution due to changes in the
definitions of this indicator. You can find more information on these changes in the public examinations release published by the Welsh Government on 6 December
2017.
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